
REEDOM of speech is one of 
the most fundamental human 
values. It is essential in 

pursuing truth, vital in securing 
democracy, crucial in achieving 
individual autonomy, and important 
in itself as a basic human right.
     In the past, free speech (used here 
as a hold-all term to embrace the 
written word and the arts) was 
severely curtailed. Four or five 
hundred years ago in Western 
Europe, writers suffered physically 
for their public thoughts. Some, like 
Bruno, were burned at the stake, while others had their 
hand cut off or were subjected to gruesome tortures to force 
them to recant – or, like Galileo, threatened with the 
instruments of torture. 
       By this time, nevertheless, the Christian authorities had 
actually stopped short of enforcing the injunction of 
Leviticus Chapter 24 to kill blasphemers by stoning. And 
gradually the power of Christianity to impose its beliefs by 
force waned in the West. Even Christians like John Milton 
and John Locke recognised the foolishness of censorship. In 
Areopagitica, his impassioned plea for freedom of 
expression published in 1644, Milton declared: “Give me 
the liberty to know, to utter, and to argue freely, above all 
liberties”. The victory for humanist principles of tolerance 
and freedom was also in no small part due to the efforts of 
writers like Montaigne, Swift and Voltaire who satirised the 
pretensions of ecclesiastical authority.
     Yet the victory for free speech is by no means complete 
(outside the West, it has hardly begun) and from time to 
time threats appear, with the censoring of books, cartoons 
or films, the establishment of new blasphemy laws or 
statutory press regulations. For a cacophony of newspaper 
proprietors, editors and journalists, the recent Leveson 
Report in the UK into the culture, practices and ethics of the 
press was just such a threat to press freedom. Gail Walker 
of the Belfast Telegraph was particularly incensed: “In 
general, so-called liberals and lefties rush to the defence of 
free speech when the topic matches their own loathing of 
mainstream values – various examples of Islamic 
demagoguery and Julian Assange with his shocking sexual 
predilections, to name but two. But here they are now, 
elbowing each other to install some old-fashioned, 
Soviet-style censorship of the press” (4th December).

TRUTH
So, why is free speech so important, and does it have any 
limits? In his classic essay On Liberty (1859), J.S. Mill 
argues that free and unfettered debate is a precondition of 
the search for truth. Knowledge can only grow if people are 
free to present ideas and theories they deem worthy of 
consideration, and others must be left equally free to 
criticise them. Mill argues against dogmatism and in favour 
of a sceptical approach in suggesting that a repressed 
opinion, however absurd it seems, might be true. After all, 
many accepted beliefs began as persecuted ideas.“We can 

never be sure that the opinion we are 
trying to stifle is a false opinion”. 
Truth can only emerge from constant 
argument, discussion and debate, from 
the free competition of competing 
opinions.
      Mill also emphasises that open 
discussion is significant only if it 
includes extreme cases. Thus we 
should tolerate even the speech we 
hate because truth is most likely to 
emerge in a free intellectual combat 
from which no idea has been excluded. 
He notes how learned persons joined 

with those who persecuted Socrates and Christ for holding 
‘extreme’ opinions which later won many adherents.
     Mill further claims that even patently false ideas should 
be protected to prevent the truth becoming mere dogma: 
unconsidered, unchallenged and little understood: “if it is 
not fully, frequently, and fearlessly discussed, it will be held 
as a dead dogma, not a living truth”. Organised censorship 
of opinions which conflict with the ‘official’ view destroys 
‘the moral courage of the human mind’. With no enemy at 
hand, “both teachers and learners go to sleep at their post”. 
In short, free speech educates us in the cause of truth and 
knowledge.
      Mill also raises the possibility that competing views may 
share the truth between them. Opinions may not be wholly 
right or wholly wrong. For truth is not necessarily stable or 
fixed but may evolve through time as knowledge and 
humanity evolve. He points out, for example, that the 
accepted moral codes of the modern era are not purely 
Christian but also stem from pre-Christian Greek and 
Roman influences.

DEMOCRACY
A second defence of free speech is that it is a vital 
instrument of democracy. The agora of ancient Athens and 
the Roman forum were market places not just for goods but 
also for the public debate which provided the focus for civil 
society and have influenced western culture ever since. It is 
well summed up in the funeral oration by Pericles given in 
431-430 BCE to honour the dead of the first year of the 
Peloponnesian War, as recorded by Thucydides: “We believe 
a man should be concerned about public as well as private 
affairs for we regard the person who takes no part in 
politics not as merely uninterested but as useless. We reach 
decisions on public policy only after full discussion, 
believing that sound judgement, far from being impeded by 
discussion, is arrived at only when full information is 
considered before a decision is made.”
       Direct democracy is generally not practical in the 
modern world and people have to choose representatives to 
rule on their behalf. In indirect democracy, free speech 
assumes a crucial role. Both the public and the candidates 
for election must be free to debate and criticise the various 
policies on offer. Similarly, freedom of information is 
essential to prevent the elected rulers from manipulating    
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the electorate by withholding facts and stifling criticism. 
This would be the stuff of dictatorship which depends as 
much on propaganda as coercion to get its way. As George 
Washington bluntly put it, “if freedom of speech is taken 
away, then dumb and silent we may be led, like sheep, to 
the slaughter.” So the media act as a public watchdog, 
exposing inefficiency, corruption and other abuses of 
power,
and thus facilitate an informed and educated electorate.
    Although indirect democracy implies that 
representatives govern, it also means that the people 
should have a say rather than be passive bystanders who 
have policies imposed upon them. In a genuine 
participatory democracy governments should listen to 
public opinion, though not necessarily give in to it. 
Ultimately, they will be held accountable for their 
decisions at the ballot box, and again a free press has a 
vital role to play in ensuring this accountability.
     As a filter for public opinion, the media may have 
harsh things to say about government action or inaction. 
People who exercise power and authority over others 
cannot expect to have an easy ride. The phrase ‘speaking 
truth to power’, originating in an 18th century Quaker 
pledge to communicate the Christian message of pacifism 
and revived in a 1955 Quaker pamphlet about 
non-violence during the Cold War, has been extended to 
embrace any kind of honest advice or opinion expressed 
openly to powerful people who may not want to consider 
it. Of course, this applies more generally to everyone. As 
George Orwell wrote, “If liberty means anything at all, it 
means the right to tell people what they do not want to 
hear.”

AUTONOMY
A third function of free speech is the promotion of 
self-fulfilment and personal autonomy. A right to express 
beliefs and political attitudes reflects what it is to be 
human. To be free in a full sense, a person must be free not 
only externally, in his body and his relation to the external 
world, but also internally, with regard to his own inner life 
of thought and feeling, and in the expression of that inner 
life. Autonomy is an individual’s capacity for 
self-determination or self-governance. Mill argues that the 
best life does not result from being forced to live in a 
certain way, but instead is freely chosen without coercion 
from outside. Restrictions on what we are allowed to say 
and write, or to hear and read, violate our right to moral 
independence as self-governing agents with the ability to 
think for ourselves. They thus fail to treat us with respect 
and inhibit our personality and its growth, whereas free 
and open discussion helps us to exercise our capacities of 
reason and judgment, which in turn enable us to make 
autonomous and informed choices. So free speech is an 
affirmation of the self.

HUMAN RIGHTS
Fourthly, free speech is important for its own sake as a 
basic human right. Hence most human rights documents 
contain references to it, including England’s 1689 Bill of 
Rights, the 1789 French Declaration of the Rights of Man 
and the Citizen, the 1791 First Amendment to the 
American Constitution and Article 19 of the UN’s 1948 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The last named 
states: “everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and 
expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions 
without interference, and to seek, receive and impart 

information and ideas through any media and regardless 
of frontiers”.
        Free speech also provides a necessary precondition 
for other rights, such as the right to a fair trial, freedom 
from torture and degrading treatment, freedom of 
thought, conscience and religion, freedom from 
discrimination, the right to equality before the law, and 
freedom of assembly and association. Without the freedom 
to promote these other rights through debate, argument 
and discussion, they would quickly evaporate.

CENSORSHIP IS COUNTER-PRODUCTIVE
As well as promoting truth, democracy, autonomy and 
human rights, free speech has a practical justification in 
that attempts to prevent it tend to be counter-productive. 
The repressed opinion may go underground and may even 
be strengthened. Persecuted groups like Christians in 
ancient Rome and more recent nationalist movements 
have often thrived on attempts to suppress them. The 
suppression can even lead to civil strife, and it may be 
better for social harmony if the opinion is permitted. It 
was partly on this ground that John Locke argued for 
freedom of religion in his Letter Concerning Toleration 
(1689), though he did not extend free speech to Catholics 
or atheists!

WHAT ARE THE LIMITS?
Free speech is not, however, an absolute. What, then, are 
its limits? In On Liberty Mill wrote: “the only purpose for 
which power can be rightfully exercised over any member 
of a civilised community, against his will, is to prevent 
harm to others”. This would suggest that it is right to 
restrict speech when it demonstrably harms others. But 
immediately a difficulty arises. How do we judge the 
circumstances in which this harm occurs? Mill takes a 
narrow view. He gives as illustration the difference 
between writing in the press that corn-dealers are starvers 
of the poor and delivering this message orally or on a 
placard to an excited mob assembled outside a 
corn-dealer’s house. Restriction is legitimate in the second 
case because the speech amounts to an act of provocation 
of immediate physical harm. It an incitement to violence 
against others.
      This seems to imply that the harm does not exist in the 
speech itself but in the action which may follow. But surely 
the harm may also lie in the actual content. Consider 
psychological ‘harm’. Racist or homophobic speech, for 
example, when someone is called a ‘nigger’ or a ‘faggot’, is 
like a slap in the face and can vilify, degrade, humiliate 
and even dehumanise. Such forms of offensive speech can 
even have a ‘silencing effect’ on a disadvantaged person or 
group, destroying their confidence and ability to respond. 
      The victim of such personal attacks may not in any 
case be the kind of individual who likes to reply in kind. In 
effect, therefore, the ‘nicer’ person is being bullied and 
traduced by someone more nasty than himself who is 
asserting his ‘right to speak’. To have an insulting 
free-for-all is to revert to the law of the jungle where the 
more arrogant, nasty, cruel, self-indulgent and insulting 
lord it over the more kind and modest members of society. 

     As well as damaging self-esteem, hate speech often 
increases other forms of hatred, which in turn may lead to 
increased violence. There is, however, a problem in 
establishing a clear link between hate speech and illegal 
acts. We can see this difficulty when we consider 



not impossible to prove. In what way is pornography 
allegedly harmful? To many, public depictions of sex are 
‘offensive’ because they are about violence, degradation, 
exploitation and coercion. Of course, most societies think that 
minors should not witness such acts because it may lead to 
sexual arousal, and there is little argument about child 
pornography, which is universally outlawed because it depicts 
sexual acts by a child.
     The concern of feminists is specifically that it harms 
women, both in terms of those who participate and to the 
wider society. It reduces women to sex objects for men’s 
pleasure and it is an enticement to sexual violence against 
them. Since men are generally in power, their statements are 
heeded, whereas we rarely hear the statements of women, 
who are not taken seriously, and pornography glorifies rape 
and violence towards women by implying that a woman 
saying ‘no’ to sex is not authoritative.
     Yet, as with hate speech, the claim that pornography 
causes harm is academic speculation and lacks evidence of a 
clear link with sexual violence to back it up. To most 
secularists, it is not sex but violence on screen that is 
repulsive. Here we could distinguish between pornography 
and erotica. Consensual, erotic depictions of sex are arguably 
fine, indeed welcome. As D. H. Lawrence suggested, “what is 
pornography to one man is the laughter of genius to 
another”. But the difference between pornography and 
erotica is so difficult to establish that censorship is too big a 
price to pay.
    The harm principle casts its net too wide. If we want to 
limit speech because of harm, then we would have to ban a 
great deal of political speech. Much of it causes harm because 
it is deceitful, offensive and often insulting to other groups 
and individuals. It frequently also stirs up nationalism and 
jingoism, which harm citizens of other counties. As for 
personal abuse, Disraeli said of Daniel O’Connell that he ‘has 
committed every crime that does not require courage’ and of 
Gladstone that he was ‘essentially a prig’; Randolph Churchill 
described Clement Attlee as ‘a tardy little marionette’; and 
Margot Asquith said of Churchill that “he would kill his own 
mother just so that he could use her skin to make a drum to 
beat his own praises”. One of the most telling was by Shelley: 
“I met murder on the way – he had a mask like Castlereagh”.
      Some proponents of censorship argue that there should be 
an offence principle, particularly in regard to religious beliefs. 
However, if we do not ban much speech which is personally 
harmful, then it seems perverse to ban speech which is only 
directed at ideas. The distinction between the person and 
what they believe is crucial. The creed or belief system should 
stand or fall on its merits, irrespective of the individuals who 
hold it. Nearly all ideas are faced with opposing opinions, so 
almost any idea will inevitably ‘offend’ someone who does 
not believe it. As Salman Rushdie, himself the victim of 
intolerance and worse, suggests, “the giving of offence cannot 
be a basis for censorship, or freedom of expression would 
perish instantly”. You should attack the idea but respect the 
person.
     The Rushdie affair, the Danish cartoons ridiculing 
Muhammad and the Innocence of Muslims Youtube video 
portraying him as a foolish womaniser have revived an old 
presumption that religious faiths are deserving of special 
protection. At the UN the Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation (OIC) has been pressing for an international 
blasphemy law to make insults against religions a criminal 
offence, but it dropped its bid in 2012 when faced with a 
strong Western opposition on the grounds of freedom of 
speech. Barack Obama told the General Assembly: “the 

strongest weapon against hateful speech is not repression, it is 
more speech – the voices of tolerance that rally against 
bigotry and blasphemy”.
     Humanists do not want to see a situation developing 
where religions have an absolute right to propagate their 
mythical creeds but no one else has a right to challenge them. 
It was sad to see the writer John Le Carré calling for a ban on 
The Satanic Verses on the ground that “nobody has a 
God-given right to insult a great religion and be published 
with impunity”. Certainly, for many individuals their faith is 
so much a part of their identity that to question it is to attack 
the very core of their being. Yet, ultimately, belief is a matter 
of choice, unlike say the colour of your skin, and we can all 
make similar claims for our convictions, whatever they are. 
Since the major religions are not only faiths but also 
ideologies, they surely warrant the same critical scrutiny as 
any other ideology.

LEVESON AND AFTER
We now live in a world where there is an unparalleled babble 
of opinion in tweets, blogs, social networks, gutter 
newspapers and TV chat shows, where the tendency to judge, 
blame and scorn, often on the basis of almost total ignorance, 
has snowballed. Humanists would certainly not want to ban 
it and we would say that we all need to be a lot less touchy 
and grow a thicker skin. But that is not the end of the story. 
There is another alternative: it is called self-censorship. We 
need to display more restraint, more good manners, more 
respect for the other person and indulge less in 
personalisation of issues.

      This does not mean that we timidly accept the opinions of 
others or the decisions of politicians. Quite the opposite. This 
is where the outcry against the supposed threat to press 
freedom from Leveson has a stench of hypocrisy about it. 
Where were all the defenders of press freedom when the 
Hillsborough disaster was being covered up? Did the press 
question the Blair government’s claims about Saddam 
Hussein’s alleged weapons of mass destruction? Did it expose 
Jimmy Savile? Did it challenge the bankers’ extravagant 
lending? Is it questioning the present government austerity 
programme? Not much. 
       The British gutter press is preoccupied with a more 
mundane concept of free speech, which they too often see as a 
charter for the character assassination of often innocent 
individuals in order to sell more papers to line the pockets of 
the media barons who own them. These proprietors tend also 
to have a political agenda which they push in their papers. 
They themselves are as much a menace to real press freedom 
as the state. A predominantly right-wing press is not a free 
press.
      Ireland, with its reprehensible blasphemy law, may not 
seem as a model of free speech. But its Press Council, which 
unlike its British counterpart is recognised in law, has a code 
of practice which is reasonable and could be seen as a 
blueprint. Principles include truth and accuracy, distinguishing 
fact and comment, fairness and honesty, respect for rights and 
privacy. It is voluntary and newspapers are not compelled to 
be regulated by it, but they have to show the courts that they 
operate similar standards.
     Free speech is a precious right, which is precisely why we 
have a responsibility to use it wisely to address real issues 
frankly and fearlessly without insulting ad hominem attacks. 
Human beings should be better than this.                             !                


